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A PECULIAR INSTITUTION: WHAT BROUGHT AFRICAN SLAVERY
TO THE SPANISH COLONIAL WORLD AND HOW DID IT EVOLVE?
Paige Langley
Mentor: Dr. Roger Davis, Department of History
It seems as though slavery has existed since the beginning of time. This element of forced,
unpaid labor is a common feature in the history of so many nations. Those with the power to
enslave a less advantaged class have been limiting and restricting the freedoms of workers for
ages. The main focus of the U.S. Civil War; slavery was granted the name of a “peculiar
institution” by American politician John C. Calhoun. 1. He used such a euphemism to convey the
strangeness of forced slave labor in the American South. This oddity was also a bedrock
component in the development of the New World. While slavery did not necessarily begin in the
Western Hemisphere, it most definitely grew, developed, and evolved within it. Before the Spanish
set out to colonize the New World, they had already been participating in the practice of slavery
and more importantly race based slavery. Upon discovering and colonizing the West, the Spanish
may have viewed the initial source of unfree labor as those indigenous populations of the areas
they conquered. However, the expansion of Atlantic trade and the precious commodity of African
slaves would soon be introduced to the Spanish colonial world. The everyday lives of African
slaves in the Spanish colonies were harsh and grueling. This in turn led to instances of slave
resistance and even rebellion in Spanish colonial holdings. Overall, the peculiar institution of
slavery, as applied in the context of the Spanish colonial world, was dynamic and ever changing
whether it be through conquest, trade, or rebellion.
In order to better understand the institution of slavery in the Spanish colonies, it is
important to first understand slavery within Spain itself. It should be noted that slavery was an
integral feature of almost every ancient society of the Eastern Hemisphere. After conquering an
enemy, empires ran into the issue of what to do with the surviving neighbors. Using them as a free
source of forced labor could help contribute to the advancement of one’s own empire. Slavery in
ancient times (and sometimes even today) was also viewed as a form of judicial punishment. Areas
such as Egypt, Greece, and Rome were known for their heavy reliance upon slave labor. The
Roman conquest of Spain (Hispania), around 220 B.C.E., saw the rise of slavery on the Iberian
Peninsula. While slaves were always a portion of the population on the Iberian Peninsula, a true
slave society never emerged during the early years. However, the peculiar institution remained of
importance during the Visigoth period of Spain. With the Muslim conquest of Iberia in the eighth
century, came the enslavement of defeated populations, an extremely common practice throughout
the history of the peculiar institution. The Muslims, now in control of Spain, held many Christian
and Jewish slaves. While the majority of Europe went through a long period of time in which they
did not practice slavery (from roughly 1000-1363), the Iberian Peninsula was facing a long period
of conflict which, in turn, would broaden the institution of slavery.2.
From roughly 718 to 1492, the Iberian Peninsula was faced with a constant power struggle
between the Muslim and Christian faiths. The Reconquest consisted of a series of territorial gains
and religious crusades on the Iberian Peninsula. As a result of endless battles, captives were often
taken as slaves to those who were victorious. The Portuguese Reconquista ended with the capture
of the Algarve in 1249. The completion of the Reconquest then allowed the Portuguese to focus
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on exploration. Their goal was to find a direct sea route to India which had a valuable commodity,
spices. Cutting out the middlemen of the land trade routes would make easily transportable goods
much more profitable. The Portuguese capture of Ceuta allowed for the emergence of a great era
of exploration, trade, conquest, and settlement for the Iberian Peninsula. Throughout the 15th
century the Portuguese had repeated contact with Africa and established trading posts along its
Western coast. By 1488, explorer Bartolomeu Dias had successfully sailed around the tip of Africa
and reached India. Portuguese merchants were then able to initiate trade with Africa as well as
India. Thus, began the exchange of European goods for African slaves. Centuries prior to
Portugal’s encounters with Africa, slave trade had been established on the continent. African slaves
were usually taken in wars between nations. The slave laborers in Africa then preformed a variety
of tasks ranging from domestic to agricultural work. Those who were sold to the Portuguese were
then brought back to the Iberian Peninsula. Some remained in Portugal and others were re-exported
to be sold elsewhere.3.
A portion of those slaves brought from Africa to Iberia were sent to Portugal’s neighbor
Spain. There, slaves constituted only a small portion of the total population. However, by the late
fifteenth century, Seville and Valencia Spain both had active slave markets and large slave
populations.4. The majority of slaves within Spain worked as domestic servants and some as
unskilled laborers. Moreover, the Portuguese import of African slaves to the Iberian Peninsula
made an important distinction. Prior to Christopher Columbus’s 1492 voyage across the Atlantic
and the discovery of the New World, the peculiar institution had already been branded by the
association of enslavement with dark skin. In earlier ages, slaves had most commonly been
captives taken hostage after a victory in battle, but now they were profitable dark-skinned
commodities whose value and lives would change dramatically upon the discovery and settlement
of the New World.5.
After failing to receive a grant for exploration from multiple countries, Ferdinand and
Isabella of Spain gave Christopher Columbus the support he needed in order to bring his expedition
to fruition. As of October 12, 1492, Columbus and his men had landed on the island chain we
know as the Bahamas. His goal was to reach Asia, and he believed he had. Nevertheless,
Christopher Columbus and his men began to explore the neighboring islands of Espanola and
Cuba. It was there that the Europeans had their first encounters with the Native Arawak or Taino
peoples. He regarded these so called “Indians” as peaceful people in his writings. Initially the
Taino were civil with the explorers, even sharing their food with them. However, his second
venture to the New World proved much different from the first. In 1493 Columbus set out to
establish a permanent settlement in Espanola. Those who joined him on the expedition wanted
wealth. To fulfill this goal the settlers needed a source of labor. In the New World, the Spaniards
expected the Indigenous peoples to work for them. The Arawak people were then forced into
enslavement and labored vigorously in the fields and gold mines of the New World. As previously
stated, the Iberians were no strangers to the institution of slavery, especially slavery based upon
race. However, the Spanish justified their enslavement of Native Americans by claiming they were
“natural slaves,” incapable of functioning autonomously despite the success they had living
autonomously for decades before the European encounter.6 Columbus thus set the stage for an era
of Spanish expansion and Indigenous slavery in the New World.7. The conquest of the Aztec
empire in Mexico and the Incan empire in Peru followed shortly after Columbus’s discovery. Prior
to this, slavery did exist in Mesoamerica amongst Native civilizations, but it was often as a form
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of punishment for crime or captive of war status. But as Spanish control over Latin America
expanded, so did the need for Native American slave labor. Whether it be due to warfare during
the age of conquest, the harsh new conditions of forced labor, or disease brought over by the
Spanish, the Indigenous populations began to decline, and so did the labor force along with it. The
import of sugar from the Eastern Mediterranean and growth of its cultivation could not withstand
a shortage of labor in the Spanish colonies.8.
What prompted the introduction of African slavery in the Spanish colonial world? The rise
of African slavery in the Spanish colonies can be related to the conquest and depletion of
Indigenous populations. Another contributing factor was the rise of plantation style labor and
introduction of economic staples to the region such as sugar cane.9. After witnessing just how
productive sugar cultivation could be, through the Brazilian model, the Spanish introduced it to
Española in the early sixteenth century.10. However, it is important to note the differences between
the Native populations that remained in Colonial Latin America as well as the new imports, or
African slaves. The Spanish received some backlash for their harsh treatment of “Indian” slaves,
in part due to the widespread use of the encomienda system. This system allotted Native American
workers to those who were successful in conquest. The Indigenous populations were then
subjected to outrageous demands for labor and tribute.11. Harsh treatment and exploitation had
always been something that did not sit right with Dominican friar Bartolome de las Casas. De las
Casas was a former encomendero himself who took to the defense of the Native Americans and
their mistreatment at the hands of the Spanish in its widespread use of the system. His lobbying
helped lead to the New Laws of 1542. The most important provision of these laws prohibited the
use of Indigenous slavery as well as ended the encomienda system in the Spanish colonies. De las
Casas motivation for helping to put an end to this form of slavery was the hope that American
Indians would be peacefully Christianized. However, Bartolome de las Casas also advocated for
the use of African slave labor to replace the prior encomienda system.12. Following the New Laws
of 1542, came an important distinction between Native Americans and Africans in the New World.
The Iberian religious state played an important role is distinguishing the status of
Indigenous peoples and Africans. Because the misconception of Indigenous people, held by
Europeans, was that they were sedentary, cultureless, and naïve, many Spaniards believed that they
would easily conform to Catholicism. They believed that if Native Americans were converted and
found faith, they deserved land rights and the protections that all Christians in the New World
possessed. Matthew Restall, author of Seven Myths of the Spanish Conquest, would note that this
view of the Native Americans was false. In his book he concludes that the conquered populations
were not so easy to convert, however, this false image allowed Native Americans to secure rights
that were denied to Africans.13. Upon arrival in the Spanish colonies, Africans were branded as
racial “others.” Because of their black skin, African slaves were set apart from the Indigenous
populations and criminalized in the views of colonial society. Race found its way into determining
slavery, tribute collection, distribution of land, and membership to groups within Colonial Latin
America. Also setting African slaves apart from the Indigenous populations were cultural
differences. Whether it be religious practices, clothing, language, or food, these things separated
the two non-Spanish groups. Racial categories determined a person’s status as a free person or a
slave. Terms such as “negro/a” (black man or woman) and “moreno/a” (brown man or woman)
allowed for the association of race and status. Claiming to be moreno or morena made a clear
separation from the racial category of slave. More importantly, being brown as opposed to black
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set the stage for a life with rights and freedoms in the “New World” as opposed to one of eternal
bondage. 14.
The Spanish colonies had a class system that had close ties to racial identity. Ideally
Colonial Latin America would be made up of 3 distinct classes, the Spanish, the Indigenous, and
the Africans. However, the creation of the creole class, existence of free Africans, and mixing of
races made the 3-class society a dream. In reality, classes of the New World looked more like this:
those hailing directly from Spain on top, with creoles (those of Spanish descent but born in the
New World) next, then Indigenous peoples, followed by free Africans and finally slaves. It is
important to note that free Africans in the colonies were few in number. Those who were African
and free were most likely those who aided the Spanish in the conquest. 15. The emergence of mulato
(African and European), mestizo (Indigenous and European), and zambo (African and Indigenous)
races did not change the structure of class in the Spanish colonies. Those from Europe of or
European descent still remained at the top with Indigenous people and Africans at the bottom.
Scottish historian William Robertson points out a unique view of the different classes in Colonial
Latin America. He speculated that the Spanish maintained a class system to excite racial tensions
to their advantage. Robertson believed that Spaniards intentionally sparked hatred between the
Africans and “Indians” to keep them from bonding and rising against them. 16. Overall, the
introduction of a new race of people to the Spanish colonies resulted in the creation of a slave
community. Africans were at the bottom of the pecking order, replacing Indigenous populations
as the free labor source of the Spanish. But how did the presence of African slavery become so
prominent in the New World? To better understand, one must take a look at the Atlantic slave
trade. 17.
The Portuguese paved the way for the Atlantic slave trade with their explorations of the
African coast. Throughout the fifteenth century, the Portuguese maintained a monopoly over the
African slave trade. The Portuguese supplied the Spanish colonies with their first African slaves
as the Indigenous populations were squandered. The conquest of the Inka and the Aztec opened
up key areas to economic expansion in the fields of sugar cultivation as well as gold and silver
mining. As of the year 1595, the King of Spain granted Portugal the formal right to a monopoly in
the slave trade to all of his colonial possessions. Thus, the majority of slaves legally transported
to the Spanish colonies came from the Portuguese holding of Angola in West Africa.18. Spanish
sugar mills, first established in the Caribbean and later in Mexico and Peru, were eager to adopt
African slavery due to its efficiency. They followed the prototype of the Portuguese settlement of
Sao Tome, just off the coast of Africa. This plantation colony relied on a workforce of African
slaves and practiced the cultivation of one product. Miners as well as sugar planters began to view
imported slaves as a good financial investment. African slaves became an important part of the
labor force in Spanish America. By the year 1650, over 350,000 Africans had been transported to
the colonies, predominately Mexico and Peru. 19. However, this was just the meager beginning of
what would become a boom of imported African slaves to the Spanish colonies. As a time of
dramatic expansion of sugar plantations emerged in the late 18th century, the volume of the slave
trade also expanded.20.
Between the early sixteenth century and 1810, Spanish America received nearly one
million slaves. 21. By this time, the majority of slaves imported to Latin America came directly
from Africa. What was the path the majority of these slaves took as they made their way to the
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New World? Upon capture or purchase in Africa, slaves faced 6 months up to a year remaining
there before they embarked on their journey to America. Slaves were often marked by their captor,
in case they escaped, and then marked again by brand with the coat of arms of the king/nation they
were to become vassals of. European merchants preferred young adult men as opposed to women
and children. African traders were also reluctant to sell women because of their value in the slave
trade with Muslims as well as their vitality to African agriculture. This resulted in a permanent sex
imbalance that diminished the possibility of family life and natural increase in the New World.22.
Once ready to be shipped, captives were layered and packed into the tight decks of slave ships.
Thus, was the beginning of the journey later referred to as “the Middle Passage.” Depending on
their destination, trips ranged from one to three months long. Conditions on slave ships were brutal,
harsh, and overall inhumane. Slaves were denied proper space for movement and given only small
rations of food and water. The low quality and quantity of water given to those on this journey
contributed to disease which spread like wildfire amongst the tightly packed bodies. While
mortality rates on the Middle Passage have been perceived as notably high, the enslavers also had
a high stake in arriving in the Americas with as many slaves as possible. Estimates range from 10
to 20% mortality rate for trips across the Atlantic. The key contributors to slave mortality on their
journey included malaria, yellow fever, smallpox, scurvy, and dysentery. It should be noted that
mental affects were also prominent leaving many captives depressed and suicidal.23.
Slaves who were lucky (or unlucky) enough to survive the Middle Passage arrived in the
Spanish colonies in diminished physical condition. They also faced enormous cultural impacts.
African slaves were uprooted and sold to colonies where they did not speak the same language as
their owners or their comrades. Slaves were wiped clean of their culture and placed amongst one
more dominant than theirs. Some slaves invented new forms of culture and community upon their
arrival in the New World. Coming from different areas all over the continent of Africa, with
different languages, religions, and cultures, slaves were forced live and work together. They
formed bonds and often found new ways of adapting to their new habitat and lives within colonial
society, which was often crucial to their survival. However, others tended to re-create their
traditional African culture once placed in the Spanish colonies. They were often able to recognize
those who shared their culture whether it be by physical features or language. Slaves grouped
themselves with those who felt familiar to their roots while trying to figure out how to live in such
a foreign land.24. As Indigenous populations often outnumbered Iberians in the colonies, they had
a greater influence on the incoming African slaves. In areas where Native Americans had survived
epidemic disease and the encomienda system, they worked alongside African slaves in mostly
skilled and semi-skilled positions such as artisans or servants. However, the areas that had become
desolate of Native American people solely employed African labor for all positions, isolating them
from any other social classes. Because Africans proved to be more resistant to European diseases,
which can be partially contributed to their long history of contact with the Portuguese, they soon
became the preferred source of labor as opposed to other groups. Thus, they became an essential
racial/social group within the Spanish colonies. 25.
The origins of slavery in the New World can be closely tied to its Iberian roots. And
because the Spanish were determined to make their colonies profitable, they enlisted a labor force
of local Indigenous populations. However, the depletion of these peoples for various reasons
ranging from disease to conflict with the Spanish and harsh working conditions, the conquerors
were left to search for a replacement labor source. The growth of plantation labor contributed to
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the need to import African slaves. The Portuguese were granted full privilege of bringing massive
amounts of slaves to the Spanish colonies via the “Middle Passage.” All of these factors play a key
role in understanding the origins of African slavery in the Spanish colonial world. It is also
important to focus on the type of labor they were subjected to, their everyday lives, and various
forms of slave resistance in the Spanish colonies.
The Spanish used African labor in every form and everywhere they settled. African slaves
played an important role in the development of Spain’s colonial holdings. As previously noted,
slave labor was instituted in both skilled and unskilled realms. Slaves from Africa were introduced
in mines, on cattle and agricultural enterprises, and also in Spanish households.26. However, the
conditions and content of the work varied widely between these roles. The level of slave trade
often relied on the growth and decline of sugar plantations such as in the Spanish colony of Cuba.
Moreover, sugar plantations were not the only ones employing Africans. Slaves also worked on
plantations that grew crops such as cacao, indigo, coffee, wheat, grapes, olives, and tobacco. They
were subject to meeting the demands of such goods in European markets. Slave powered
plantations also contributed largely to the growth of the European homeland’s economies, proving
colonization and the investment in African slavery to be quite profitable.27. Colonial plantations
varied in size and accordingly varied in the number of slaves they owned. It must be noted that the
conditions that plantation slaves faced varied widely. Plantation regimes were particularly grueling
in the New World. Slave quarters were small and comparable to barracks, with few mattresses or
hammocks to sleep on. Plantation slaves’ clothing was minimal. This was in part due to the climate
and also tied to the slaveowners will. Very few slaves that worked in the fields owned shoes, unless
they were homemade. As far as nutrition went, plantation slaves’ diets were poor and more often
than not they went hungry. Despite all of these hardships, plantation slaves still formed families
and some even raised children. In what areas of the Spanish colonies were plantation slaves
located? They were employed on estates throughout all of the areas of Spanish holdings. Cuba’s
focus on sugar plantations after 1770 saw large amounts of African imports; while Mexico, Chile,
and Argentina used African slaves for labor on small wheat farms. African labor was also crucial
to the development of indigo plantations in Central America, as well as Peru. Agricultural slave
labor ranged from clearing forests, planting crops and harvesting them to refining, processing, and
transporting the product. Overall, plantation slavery was extremely important to the development
of the Spanish colonial world, but so was urban slavery.28
In the Spanish colonies, it was much more common for African slaves to work in urban
settings rather than on plantations. Urban areas saw the more skilled side of slave labor. Slaves
imported from Africa worked as manual laborers, household servants, skilled artisans, and street
vendors among others. These slaves were noted as being more “acculturated” in the settlers
perception, and were therefore referred to as “ladinos.” Many had learned certain skills from their
masters or other slaves, while some took it upon themselves to learn new trades. However, this
distinction between plantation and urban slaves created a two-tiered system of African slavery in
the colonies. The number of domestic slaves a household owned could range anywhere from one
or two too up to fifteen or more. Urban slaves generally received better treatment than plantation
slaves. Smaller households that held fewer slaves usually employed more humane conditions than
on plantation estates. Slaves were better clothed and better fed when they were part of the urban
class. As a result, they had higher birth rates and lived longer lives than their plantation slave
counterparts. However, it is important to note that all slaves were still up to the mercy of their
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masters. Some urban African slaves still faced harsh conditions and treatment. Economic
opportunities were much greater for urban slaves when compared to plantation slaves. Living in
cities allowed some African slaves to earn small cash wages. For female slaves, wage earning jobs
included tasks such as selling goods in the market, washing clothing, and sewing. In contrast, male
slaves could earn meager profits for performing jobs as artisans or laborers. All of these
distinctions between the two groups of African slave laborers in the Spanish colonial world raised
many questions. Were either group able to secure their freedom? Did their harsh and brutal
treatment ever lead them to resist? Both of these questions are crucial in understanding the everchanging institution of slavery in the Spanish colonies. 29.
With the introduction of a large African population in Spanish Colonial America, there was
a need to control them. Colonial authorities often relied on violence and punitive laws to control
the booming slave population. On plantations, African slaves outnumbered their Iberian
counterparts by a large amount. This led to much harsher conditions. Plantation owners, overseers,
and slave drivers were not shy when it came to the physical punishment of slaves. Few judicial
restraints limited the use of corporal punishment against slaves. Whippings, mutilations, and even
executions of African slaves were not uncommon in the Spanish colonies.30. However, the
inhumane treatment of these new populations did not go without reaction. Some slaves were not
complacent with their position at the bottom of society. Simple forms of resistance existed such as
pretending to be ill, breaking tools or machinery, or harming livestock. Those who dared to disobey
their masters often did not live to do so again. The grueling work and severe punishments faced
by plantation slaves left many of them to consider flight. Thousands of plantation slaves attempted
to run away as increasing numbers of slaves were imported to work Spanish colonial lands. Often
times, those who ran away would stay close to the plantation. Maroon communities or “palenques”
emerged throughout Hispaniola, Cuba, Mexico, and New Granada. These remote camps often
raided Spanish settlements for food and supplies. Some palenques were able to sustain themselves
by mining precious metals. While runaway communities strived to be self-sufficient, they also
relied upon their ties to other slaves still on the plantation for materials they could not obtain in
the wild. But as runaway communities grew, the Spanish authorities imposed harsh punishments
for slave flight. Very few slaves were able to permanently secure their freedom by fleeing their
plantation.31.
A different path to freedom was available for urban slaves. All slaves throughout Latin
America were permitted to purchase their freedom. However, urban slaves, as opposed to
plantation slaves, had greater access to the money required to do so. As previously noted, urban
slaves could earn wages for their work in cities. If a slave owner and slave agreed on a price, they
were able to purchase their own freedom. Sometimes, slaves would even purchase the freedom of
their family members and friends. In rare cases, owners would manumit their slaves for religious
reasons or as charitable acts. Urban African slaves also had greater access to the courts of Colonial
Spain. They could prevent separation from their family, complain of abuse by their master, or
apply for their freedom if they had been denied from purchasing it. While the courts rarely sided
with the Africans, this was still an advantage that was not present for plantation slaves. As more
and more urban slaves were granted their freedom, the free African population grew. While they
still remained at the bottom of the social totem pole, some became landowners and operators of
small businesses.32. Moreover, purchasing one’s freedom or fleeing the plantation were not the
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only means of possible emancipation. In few cases, slaves in the Spanish colonial world turned to
full on rebellion.
Feeling hopeless and stuck in the never-ending cycle of slavery, some African slaves chose
to organize and rebel against their Iberian oppressors. The first instance of African slave rebellion
in the New World occurred on Hispaniola. On Christmas Day 1521, African slaves planned and
executed a rebellion. Viceroy Diego Colon (Christopher Columbus’s eldest son) was terrified by
the slave insurgence. Just days following the Christmas Day rebellion he created a set of slave
ordinances in hope of preventing any further rebellious slave efforts. Spaniards on Hispaniola,
outnumbered by Africans, were weary of more insurrections. It was clear that the slaves had been
communicating amongst each other, something the Spanish deemed impossible as they were from
all over the continent of Africa. The new ordinances were introduced to prevent future
communication between slave groups. They limited slave movement, prevented slaves from
bearing arms, and required supervisors to keep strict slave counts. The Spaniards refused to take
responsibility for the rebellion and instead blamed it on Muslim slaves. Because the Wolof slaves
(Muslim West Africans) were more likely to be literate and communicate with others, they were
blamed for spreading the rebellious spirt that lead to the Christmas Day insurgence. While it may
have been the first in the New World, the Christmas Day rebellion was not the end of African slave
resistance.33.
More than two centuries later, the Spanish colonial world saw the peak of African slave
resistance. The Haitian Revolution of 1791 and the French abolition of slavery in its aftermath
ushered in an era of unrest in the Caribbean. As the Haitian Revolution was inspired by the French
Revolution, many New World slave revolts of this era were blamed on French revolutionary
concepts. However, slave rebellions on the island of Cuba have not been tied to any external
factors. As previous noted, the sugar boom in Cuba during the seventeenth century resulted in an
influx of African slave imports to meet labor demands. Part of the reason for the boom was the fall
of Saint Domingue in Haiti. After the revolution, many French sugar planters as well as former
Haitian slaves were transported to Cuba.34. While the slaves and owners knew of the Haitian
Revolution, insurgencies did not arise in Cuba until the early 1840s. Prior to the 1840s, the Spanish
were receiving large amounts of political pressure from the British on the basis of abolishing
slavery. Cuba also faced anticolonial attitudes as creoles had become more and more displeased
with the crown. In 1843, Cuban authorities began to discover a widespread movement was being
organized by prominent people of color. By 1844, Cuba had begun el Año del Cuero or the Year
of the Lash. Cuban officials concluded that they had come across a large-scale revolutionary
conspiracy. Not only did it involve slaves, but also free people of color, and creoles. It’s goal: to
promote revolt by the slaves of Cuba’s sugar plantations. Authorities seized and tortured suspects
and alleged ringleaders of the operation. Many doubted that all the guilty parties had been found
so the torture continued and spread throughout much of western Cuba. By the end of el Año del
Cuero, thousands had been imprisoned, tortured, banished, or executed. What was the outcome of
this attempted rebellion/conspiracy? The deaths of so many were eventually for a good cause.
After years of political pressure from the British and resistance from African slaves, in 1867 Cuba
stopped participating in the slave trade. However, slavery was not abolished on the island until
1886, putting an end to the dynamic institution of African slavery in the Spanish Colonial world.
35.
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Since the beginning of civilization, forced labor and the institution of slavery has been a
present factor. The Iberian Peninsula exercised the institution on a small scale with its criteria for
servitude being rooted in race. As the Portuguese explored the continent of Africa, they introduced
a new commodity to trade markets: African slaves. Upon Spain’s arrival in the New World they
searched for a source of labor to make their colonies profitable. Enslaving Indigenous people
proved adequate but only for a short period of time. As Native American populations gained rights
or were decimated by disease and harsh treatment, the labor supply in the Spanish colonies
dwindled. They began importing large numbers of slaves from Africa as plantations boomed in
the New World. African slaves were forced to endure a treacherous journey across the Atlantic to
the world of the unknown. Upon their arrival in the Spanish colonies, African slaves found
themselves on plantations or in urban settings. Due to the harsh conditions that came with being a
plantation slave, many attempted to flee or stir up insurrections, while urban slaves had the
opportunity to purchase their freedom. In conclusion, from the beginning of Spanish exploration
and conquest slavery as a source of labor in the New World remained an important component of
colonial society. The peculiar institution evolved as populations changed and developments grew.
Until its demise in the late nineteenth century, the institution of slavery in Colonial Latin America
was constantly evolving, making everlasting impact on the area.
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